Pearce has long covered the work of the scientists involved and has a good knowledge of the key scientific debates, personalities and uncertainties. Much of the book is drawn from his columns in the UK newspaper The Guardian, with the narrative following the decade-long spats that dominate the corr es pondences. He gives lucid explanations of points of contention, such as the urban heat-island effect, interpretation of tree-ring data and the 'hockey stick' diagram of rising temperature over time.
The human side of the academics caught in the eye of the Climategate storm is handled well. Their frustration with the continual questioning of their methods and requests for raw data prompted many of the most petulant e-mail exchanges. Some scientists are fiery in their dismissal of what they perceive as politically motivated time-wasters; others recognize the need for greater transparency. Their interrogators comprise a similarly disparate group.
Pearce puts the contents of the leaked e-mails into their proper context. It transpires, for instance, that the oft-quoted "trick" to "hide the decline" refers to a graphical technique used to correct for the post-1960s breakdown in the correlation between temperature and tree-ring thickness. No smoking gun there.
For researchers, Pearce's book offers insight into how their work can become politicized and the shortcomings of the peer-review process. The Climategate affair has already changed how science is conducted and communicated. All scientists should welcome the push for improved data archiving and greater transparency. There are also lessons aplenty on how and how not to handle the media. With neither institutional nor government masters to answer to, the British cyberneticians were free to concentrate on what interested them. In 1949, in an attempt to develop a broader intellectual base, many of them formed an informal dining society called the Ratio Club. Pickering documents that the money spent on alcohol at the first meeting dwarfed that spent on food by nearly six to one -another indication of the cultural differences between the UK and US cyberneticians.
The work of the British pioneers was forgotten until the late 1980s when it was rediscovered by a new generation of researchers. They too were inspired by biological processes to propose computational models that differed from those of the mainstream. A vibrant community has since developed the old ideas and added new ones from evolutionary theory.
A company that I co-founded has now sold more than five million domestic floor-cleaning robots, whose workings were inspired by Walter's tortoises. 
